Rarely do we embark on a comprehensive view of the assumptions that govern our daily lives.
Once a belief is established, it tends to perpetuate itself. Wolpert discusses in somewhat hostile fashion the role of what Richard Dawkins has called memes, or units of information that, unlike genes, can pass laterally across cultures rather than vertically by inheritance. But he rightly brings out our ability to deceive ourselves, and this brings him to a tactful analysis of religion in its many forms, and a less tactful analysis of paranormal beliefs. Both can serve useful social purposes: they can supply explanations where none is otherwise forthcoming, provide consolation to the unhappy or bereaved, promote group solidarity and cohesion, and give overall purpose to life. They can also do a lot of harm: the history of religious intolerance and fanaticism is an alarming reminder of what people can do to each other, from warfare to the burning of witches, and some of this is still with us today.
Why we believe as we do also raises questions of health. Poor understanding of cause and effect has bedevilled medical treatment down the ages. Only recently have we introduced a more scientific approach, and this is far from universally accepted. Modern humans seem particularly vulnerable to schizophrenia, depression and other ailments in which delusions play a major part. The will of God is still seen as critical in many societies. Indeed, in our own society many reject reductionist interpretations of disease, and rightly or wrongly go for alternative treatments based more on faith than on anything else.
What is the answer? Is there one? Wolpert firmly goes for science. Although science can be counterintuitive (he refers to "the unnatural nature of science"), it provides the only fundamental explanation of how the world works. It is in constant evolution as knowledge accumulates, it is self-correcting, and it is universally valid without cultural bias. It is much more than the kind of relative social construct suggested by some sociologists, and if we need a basis for belief, it is the best available. As Wolpert concludes, we have to respect the beliefs of others, but it is their -and ouractions that ultimately matter. This is an admirable short guide to an immensely complex subject. I could have wished for a little less technical jargon -"confabulation" and "heuristics" -and sometimes the text gets lost in quotations from others. It is unfortunate that this book should have come out at the same time as Daniel Dennett's Breaking The Spell (Viking/Allen Lane, 2006) on broadly the same subject (see Nature 439, 535; 2006 for a review). But Wolpert's book is more succinct, and much better argued, and I would go for it every time.
